This study examines how often rural children in Mainland China interact with different types of retail shops, how they learn about new products and services, and their attitudes Rural children perceived personal sources more useful as well as more credible than commercial sources in obtaining information about new products and services. Older children found parents and grandparents less useful and less credible than younger children for new production information. However, older children did not find peers more useful and credible than younger children. John's (1999) theory of consumer socialization was partially supported.
economy has been enjoying rapid growth. Its annual percentage increase in GDP for the period 1979 to 2000 averaged above seven percent. During the initial five years from 1979 to 1984, the growth rates for the agricultural and industrial sectors were similar. For the period 1985 to 2000, agriculture continued to grow but at only one-third of the pace of industry and about half that of the service sector, due to rapid industrialization and the development of the Special Economic Zones (Anderson, Huang and Ianchovichina, 2003) . Agriculture's share of employment dropped steadily from 69 percent in 1980 to 50 percent in 2000 (State Statistical Bureau, 2002) . As a result, there has been a widening gap in income between the urban and the rural. Lu and Peng (2000) analyzed the rural consumption structure for the period 1978 to 1998 and found that rural residents were spending an increasing percentage of their income on housing, education and recreation services, indicating improvements in living standards. Despite these improvements there is still a large difference in the consumption patterns between urban and rural China. Based on the per capita annual living expenditures in 1999 (State Statistical Bureau, 2001) , rural households spent a significantly greater share of income on food items and housing, and a lesser share on clothing and services when compared to their urban counterparts. The gradual urbanization of some rural areas has allowed their peasants to experience urban life for the first time. In the first six months of 2004, consumer retail sales of the nation were 2.525 trillion yuan. The urban residents that represent about one-third of the population contributed almost two-third of the total retail sales. The remaining two-thirds of the population residing in rural areas contributed one-third of the total retail sales (State Statistical Bureau, 2004) . One of the reasons accounting for the relatively low consumer retail sales in rural China is the lack of infrastructure. Some villages do not have tap water and a stable electricity supply and therefore cannot adopt household appliances such as washing machines and refrigerators. Most manufacturers consider rural China as a secondary market and some even channel poor quality products to its villages and towns (Economic Daily, 1999) . The rural consumer markets have several characteristics including vast geographical differences, high seasonality, lack of developed marketing channels, preference for basic product features, emphasis on durability and post-sales guarantees, and reliance on opinion leaders in brand selection (Economic Daily, 1999) . Rural China suffers from a poor distribution system and an availability of products and services. The Rural Marketing and Sales Agency was established as a national distribution network for sales of agricultural and consumer products. However, it has suffered from the problems of low productivity, high deficit,
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JCB_ruralR.doc 7 outdated facilities, lack of cash flow, and lack of expertise (China Village and Town Enterprise Newspaper, 1999) . Some manufacturers have opted to organized their own sales force to market household appliances to farmers directly (Economic Daily, 1999) . In our visit to a Rural Marketing and Sales Agency shop in Chengdu in August 2003, it was found that there was only one salesperson (the owner who subcontracted the shop from the government) and virtually no customers. The shop was poorly lit and was in a shabby condition.
Scholars generally assume that rural and urban populations have different cultures. Table 2 summarizes the rural-urban differences in family, group relationship, and values characteristics according to Rogers (1960) , a pioneer in studying rural populations. Given the differences in economic and social development of rural and urban societies, one might assume that consumer behavior of rural Chinese children would be different from their urban counterparts. We might expect, also, that cultural factors would influence the consumer socialization process. China has a long history of being an authoritarian society that emphasizes Confucius's five cardinal relations between sovereign and minister, father and son, husband and wife, old and young, and friends (Yang, 1959) . Chinese people have a strong respect for authority (Bond, 1991) and are ready to accept authority without question (Yau, 1988) . Therefore, it is likely that parents and teachers in rural areas would be seen as important socializing agents, perhaps even more important than television.
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[INSERT TABLE TWO ABOUT HERE]

Children as Consumers
The process by which children acquire skills, knowledge, and attitudes relevant to their functioning as consumers in the marketplace is termed consumer socialization (Ward, 1974) . Children learn consumer behavior patterns from various socializing agents including parents, peers, schools, stores, media, and the products themselves and their packages (Moschis, 1987) .
There are two principal interpersonal sources from which children learn about products and their consumption: parents and peers. It has been shown for years in Western nations that the parents are probably most instrumental in teaching young people basic rational aspects of consumption such as understanding price-quality relationships, handling money wisely, and obtaining appropriate information before making purchases (e.g., McNeal, 1987; Ward et. al., 1977) . Evidence suggests that the more often that parents or other caretakers take children shopping, the more conscious the children become of information about products such as their brands and prices (Shim et. al., 1995) . A survey of Beijing children indicated that urban children often accompany their parents to the marketplace and make independent purchases (McNeal and Yeh, 1997) . The most frequented store types were food stores, toy stores, and stationery stores, in this order. There is evidence to suggest that family communication processes modify the effects of other socializing agents,
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in particular the medium of television (McLeod et. al., 1982) . In China, parents hold negative attitudes toward television advertising. They perceive that advertising is deceptive and annoying (Chan and McNeal, 2003) .
Like parents, peers can directly and indirectly affect children's consumer socialization.
Several studies suggest that children learn the symbolic meaning of goods or expressive elements of consumption from their peers at school and at play (Moschis and Churchill, 1978; Moschis and Moore, 1982) . In addition, peers play an important role in the development of children's preference for stores, products, brands of selected products, media, and television programs. In China the prevalence of the single-child household would seem to give even more than normal regard to peers as playmates, and therefore, as influencers of children's consumer behavior patterns.
There are a number of commercial sources of information about products and their attributes, but two-retailers and media-have been empirically shown to be particularly important. Advertising media have probably received more attention in the research literature than any other socializing agent (Moschis, 1987) . Both advertising and editorial/program content of the mass media provide children with knowledge and guidance in their consumer behaviour development. McNeal and Ji (1999) found that Chinese children utilized a wide variety of information sources to learn about new products including parents, retail outlets, and the mass media, and that they considered television to (John, 1999) . As children grow older, they develop a greater awareness of different information sources and deploy these sources in a more flexible manner Moschis and Moore 1979; Stephens and Moore 1975; Ward et al. 1977 ).
They also develop preferences for specific information sources .
In John's (1999) model of consumer socialization, information sources refer to general product information sources. We think that the model should also be applicable to new product information sources, which is a specific category of product information. The current study adopts a consumer-oriented approach in defining an innovation (Rogers, 1995) . A "new" product is any product that a potential consumer (a child) judges to be new. It can be products to be used by children or by adults.
Hypotheses
Previous research indicates that children from lower income households use more personal sources of information than institutional sources of information for obtaining market information (e.g., Bearden et al. 1979) . Chinese parents hold negative attitudes toward television advertising in general and children's advertising specifically.
Ninety-eight percent of parents exercise some control over the contents and time of television viewing. As the household income standing of rural society is generally lower than that of urban populations, there are less mass media reaching rural China, and a resulting reliance on interpersonal information, we therefore hypothesize that H1: Rural children will find personal sources more useful than commercial sources in getting information about new products and services.
H2: Rural children will find personal sources more credible than commercial sources in getting information about new products and services.
According to John's (1999) model of consumer socialization, children in different developmental stages will use different information sources for different product categories or situation. They also develop preferences and skepticism for specific information sources.
Younger children acquire their consumer behaviour norms through observing their parents and older siblings, while adolescents and teenagers are likely to look to their friends for consumption models. A survey of 1758 grade 1 to 6 Chinese children found that skepticism
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JCB_ruralR.doc 12 of advertising increase with age. Seventeen percent of children in grade 1 perceived that nearly all television commercials are true while only six percentage of children in grade 6 thought so (---, forthcoming). Therefore, we hypothesize that H3: Older children will find parents and grandparents less useful than younger children in obtaining new product information.
H4: Older children will find peers more useful than younger children in obtaining new product information.
H5: Older children will perceive commercial sources less credible for new product information than younger children.
Methodology
Participants and Procedures
Respondents were 1008 grade 1 to 6 students ages 5 to 13 years, who were recruited from twelve schools in Heilongjiang, Hubei, Hunan and Yunnan. All the schools were situated in counties with population of less than 150,000. There were nearly equal numbers of boys and girls. The average age of the respondents was 10.0 years (SD=1.9 years).
Forty-two percent of the respondents were the only child in the family. Boys were significantly more likely to be a single child than girls (Chi-square= 28.6, p < 0.001);
fifty-one percent and thirty-four percent of boys and girls were single-children respectively.
A draft questionnaire in Chinese was constructed based on previous studies (McNeal and Ji,
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JCB_ruralR.doc 13 1999; Bu, 2001 ). The questionnaire was tested, revised, tested again and finalized. In the pilot test of the draft questionnaire, it was found that rural children had difficulties in ranking the information sources according to their perceived usefulness and credibility. As a result, the finalized questionnaire used a four-point Likert scale in measuring perceived usefulness and credibility of information sources for new products. A national market research institute in China was selected to coordinate the data collection. For children in grades 1 to 3, the researchers read out the questions as well as the answers, and asked the children to select the most appropriate answers on their own. Children in grades 4 to 6 were asked to fill in the questionnaires by themselves. All aspects of the research procedure were conducted in Chinese (Mandarin). All questionnaires were usable and the response rate was 100 percent.
Measures
Household ownership of media. Children were asked if they owned eleven types of media such as TV and children's newspapers in their homes on a dichotomy level.
Shop visits and consumption. Children were asked if they had visited or consumed at different types of retail shops by the question "In the past year, have you ever been to the following shops (street vendors were not included) and bought things on your own?" There were a total of twelve types of retail shops (see Table 3 ). Children chose from three answers, "No", "Yes, visited the shop but did not buy things", and "Yes, visited the shop and bought something".
Perceived usefulness/credibility of new product information sources was measured by having respondents rate the usefulness or credibility for product information of eleven different sources (see Table 4 ) on a four-point scale (1 = Not helpful at all, 4 = Very helpful;
1= Not trustworthy at all, 4 = Very trustworthy). Respondents could choose 'Don't know'.
Findings
Household ownership was high for TV (75%) and children's books (71%), medium for cassette player (46%), VCD player (45%) and radio (43%), and low for children's magazines (30%), electronic game player (27%), video cassette recorder (20%), children's newspapers (9%), DVD player (8%) and computer (6%). The least popular shops were cyber cafes, computer stores, and electronic games centers.
Only 7 percent, 9 percent and 16 percent children had visited these three types of shops
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JCB_ruralR.doc 15 respectively in the past year. This suggests that rural children generally are not familiar with shops selling new media products such as VCDs or DVDs. Results indicated that even when rural children visited retail shops, they seldom made independent purchases. In all twelve types of shops, the percentage of children who bought things on their own was less than 30 percent in the past year. One exception was bookstores/stationery stores.
Pearson's chi-square test was used to investigate whether the pattern of children's shop visits and consumption depended on demographic variables. The most important demographic affecting the shop visits and consumption was age. Ten out of twelve shops showed significant differences. Older children were more likely to have visited and to have purchased in different kinds of retail shops than younger children. Starting from the age of 10, there was a marked increase in store visits as well as independent purchases. Taking the three most popular stores as examples, the percentages of children age 10-11 who visited and consumed at these shops were double that of the percentages for the 8-9-year-olds (bookstores: 52% vs. 23%, supermarkets: 33% vs. 14%, department stores: 22% vs. 11%).
Gender differences were not as important as age differences with five out of twelve chi-square tests being significant for boys. The three types of shops with largest chi-square values were electronic games centers, cyber cafés and sports store. Also, since only children are mainly boys, they also were shown to be frequent patrons of electronic games centers and cyber cafes. When the gender variable was controlled, however, being a single Rural China child made no significant difference in store visits.
[FIGURE 1
ABOUT HERE] Table 3 shows the perceived usefulness and perceived credibility of various information sources regarding new products. One-way ANOVA analysis indicated that perceived usefulness among the eleven information sources was significantly different (F value = 85.7, p < 0.001). Post-hoc pair-wise test showed that children ranked teachers as the most useful information source, followed by parents. Friends ranked third and television ranked fourth in perceived usefulness. Among the four personal sources, grandparents were perceived to be the least useful. A majority of rural children checked the answer, "Don't know," for the Internet, suggesting that they are not familiar enough with this medium to evaluate its usefulness. By using paired sample t-test, personal sources were perceived to be more useful than commercial sources (t = 27.9, p < 0.001). As a result, H1 was supported.
Children ranked teachers as the most credible information source followed by parents.
Street ads were perceived to be least credible. Again, personal sources were perceived to be more credible than commercial sources (t = 38.0, p < 0.001). As a result, H2 was supported.
[ TABLE THREE ABOUT HERE] Table 4 shows the perceived usefulness of various information sources for new products by age group. Perceived usefulness of personal sources decreased with age, while perceived usefulness of commercial sources increased with age. Older children found parents and grandparents less useful in providing information about new products than younger children. As a result, H3 is supported. Perceived usefulness of peers in providing information about new products did not differ with age group. As a result, H4 is rejected.
[ TABLE 4 ABOUT HERE] Table 5 shows the perceived credibility of various information sources for new products by age group. Perceived credibility of personal sources decreased with age, while perceived credibility of commercial sources increased with age. Older children did not perceived commercial sources less credible than younger children. As a result, H5 is rejected. Tukey pair-wise tests between age groups suggested that there was a sharp change in perceived usefulness and credibility at around age nine. Children age five to nine shared similar perceptions while children age nine to thirteen shared similar perceptions.
All the sources had significant and positive Pearson correlation values between perceived usefulness and perceived credibility, ranging from 0.39 (n=959, p<0.001) for television to 0.68 for the Internet (n=250, p<0.001). This suggests that children evaluate perceived usefulness and credibility on the same dimension, forming an attitude toward the specific information source.
Discussion and Conclusions
The study reported here represents a first attempt at ascertaining the extent of children long before they enter school (Baker, 1987) . Such a finding is in stark contrast to the consumer behavior patterns of western children who are not emotionally involved in school items except maybe those that are conspicuous such as backpacks and notebooks (McNeal, 1999) . Although Chinese retailing tends not to mix unrelated products, those stores that sell school items may want to consider expanding their total sales by also offering snacks and beverages such as is done in many bookstores in the United States.
Other marketers of foods, clothing, and play items may want to make a deal with bookstores and stationery stores to advertise in them, for example on bulletin boards such as is done in Western schools. Our study showed that rural children did not indicate an affinity for eating-out and visiting food stores. They were not familiar with places selling media goods, as a majority of them had never visited such stores. While new marketing practices such as branding and advertising are now common in urban China, the current study indicates that such marketing efforts have not yet penetrated rural China. It also reveals that retail activities, in general, are not robust in rural areas where seventy percent of China's population resides. Thus, this current study suggests that rural China represents huge untapped market potential for marketers and retailers.
The study underlines the importance to rural children of interpersonal information sources (parents and teachers) showing them to be significantly more useful and more credible than commercial sources to the children. The result echoes earlier research that traditional Chinese families rely heavily on word of mouth to learn about new products and much less on mass media (Yau, 1994) . Results suggest that rural children rely heavily on authority figures for consumption information. However, the reliance dropped among the older children in the sample similar to findings among urban children (McNeal and Ji, 1999) . While urban Chinese children generally have changed to rely on commercial sources to obtain new product information, their rural counterparts still rely heavily on interpersonal sources for new product information. This shows that in the rural society the families still retain a lot of their traditional function of providing education and information.
One surprising result was the perceived importance of teachers in the provision of new product information. A previous survey of urban children indicated that they seldom consult schoolteachers about the truthfulness of television commercials (Chan and McNeal, 2003) . As materialistic values are discouraged in schools (Chan and McNeal, 2003) and apparently there is no consumer education in the schools' curriculum in China, we are interested to find out what types of new product information are communicated through teachers. In a later separate study among seven rural children in Chengdu, we were told that very often teachers informed them about new products related to their study including new extra-curricular books, copybooks, and dictionaries. In any case, there is a reverence for the school teacher shown here and a suggestion to marketers that they may wish to attempt marketing efforts in schools where permitted as they do in the west in order to capitalize on the credibility of the school environment.
Although most of the children we surveyed had access to mass media sources, they did not find them useful or credible in introducing new products and services. This is probably because TV programming and advertising seldom portray lives in the rural society.
A case study of a children's popular TV cartoon program in China indicated that most of the featured consumption experiences were in the urban context (Xia et al., forthcoming) .
Similar to research literature regarding Western children, the current study found that Chinese children's age has a substantial effect on their perception about usefulness and credibility of new product information sources. As predicted in John's (1999) model, older children became less satisfied with parents and grandparents, with the largest drop in perceived usefulness and credibility among grandparents. This is probably due to the incapability of grandparents to catch up with updated consumer trends. We speculate that older children, compared to the younger, are more likely to see the differences in consumption values between themselves and their older generations and therefore consider parents and grandparents less credible. Further research is needed to prove or disprove this.
Contrary to what is predicted in John's (1999) model, older children did not find peers to be more important or more credible sources of new product information. This may suggest that older rural Chinese children are subjected to informative peer pressure to the same level as younger children. The result that older children perceived commercial sources more useful and more credible deviates from John's (1999) consumer socialization. Our data indicate that older children have more shopping experience than younger children.
Perhaps the more frequent chance of consumption motivates them to process information.
If older children did not find parents or grandparents helpful in satisfying their information needs, they are more likely to turn to commercial sources. Contrary to previous finding that older urban children are more skeptical about television advertising (---, forthcoming), older rural children are less skeptical about commercial sources than younger children.
Further research is needed to explore the reason.
Rural children, the younger generation of rural residents, are likely to have a higher education than their parents. They have experienced more mass media than their parents. In the near future, they have the potential to act as reverse socializing agents that teach their parents and grandparents about consumer knowledge and skills.
To conclude, teachers were perceived to be most useful information source among the rural children, followed by parents, and friends. Teachers were perceived to be most credible, followed by parents and grandparents. As television was not perceived as the most useful nor credible source, marketing to rural children may consider adopting a two-step flow approach. They should first attempt to influence the opinion leaders, i.e. parents and schoolteachers, and encourage the influence to be passed on to the children through personal communication. John's (1999) model of consumer socialization was partially supported for the prediction of children's perception of usefulness and credibility of new product information sources. As predicted by the model, older children found parents and grandparents less useful and credible than younger children. However, the importance of Rogers (1960) * Given the one-child policy, these characteristics may not be applicable to China. Note: subscripts indicate differences between groups using Tukey HSD paired comparisons, p<0.05 * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001 Note: subscripts indicate differences between groups using Tukey HSD paired comparisons, p<0.05 * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001 
